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ABSTRACT 
Purpose: The purpose of this research is to explore the concept of service quality for settings 
where several customers are involved in the joint creation and consumption of a service. The 
approach is to provide first insights into the implications of a simultaneous multi-customer 
integration on service quality. 
Design / methodology / approach: This conceptual paper undertakes a thorough review of 
the relevant literature before developing a conceptual model regarding service co-creation and 
service quality in customer groups. 
Findings: Group service encounters must be set up carefully to account for the dynamics 
(social activity) in a customer group and skill set and capabilities (task activity) of each of the 
individual participants involved in a group service experience.  
Research limitations / implications: Future research should undertake empirical studies to 
validate and / or modify the suggested model presented in this contribution. 
Practical implications: Managers of service firms should be made aware of the implications 
and the underlying factors of group services in order to create and manage a group experience 
successfully. Particular attention should be given to those factors that can be influenced by 
service providers in managing encounters with multiple customers. 
Originality/value: This article introduces a new conceptual approach for service encounters 
with groups of customers in a proposed service quality model. In particular, the paper focuses 
on integrating the impact of customers’ co-creation activities on service quality in a multiple-
actor model. 
Keywords: Customer groups, Group dynamics, Service quality, Co-creation 
Paper type: Conceptual paper 
 
INTRODUCTION 
 
Whereas in individual service encounters staff have to relate to a single customer, in a group 
service setting different levels of customer behaviours can occur due to varying expectations, 
skill levels, degrees of past experience with the service, willingness to contribute, perceptions 
of other customers’ behaviour and interactions with one another. Therefore, group services 
potentially comprise a much higher complexity due to the variability of each customer’s 
performance in co-creating the service. The factors mentioned influence the process of service 
creation and ultimately the perceived service quality. By drawing on existing literature from the 
fields of services marketing, in particular service quality and scholarly publications on co-
creation as well as group psychology, the paper aims at developing a model of service quality 
for group services relating to the customer’s co-creation activities and quality perceptions, 
outlining related preliminary management implications and setting the agenda for future 
research. Due to the exploratory nature of the research, this theoretical paper conceptualises 
an approach for smaller business-to-consumer group settings with a parallel integration of at 
least two customers in personalised service encounters.  
 
DEFINITION OF GROUP 
 
In scholarly articles on group related marketing topics, authors often use the term group 
without properly defining it (e.g. Dholakia et al. 2004), supposedly circumventing the difficulty to 
find a common denominator for what constitutes a group. Indeed, it seems problematic to find 
a proper definition as, although people often find themselves gathered together, not all 
assemblages of people qualify as a group (Lewin 1948; Forsyth 1999). In order to identify what 
constitutes a group, it is beneficial to look at the various definitions of what makes a collection 
of people a group. The explanation by Merriam-Webster (2009a), “Two or more figures forming 
a complete unit in a composition” can only be a first approach. Ohl and Cates (2006) present 
three ways of defining a group, and although the definitions are slightly different, they do not 
necessarily conflict but may support one another and can be viewed as interlocking 
perspectives on a single definition. 
 
Firstly, a group can perceive itself to be a group. As an observer, one can find groups act as an 
assemblage of conflicting individuals and at other times they can glue together into what feels 
like a more cohesive unit (Ohl and Cates 2006). The group feeling is also termed “groupness” 
(Ohl and Cates 2006, p. 73) and is closely connected to a sense of belonging (identity) to a 
group or entity (Ashforth and Mael 1989; Ohl and Cates 2006). 
 
Secondly, according to Lewin (1948) a group has interactive and interdependent members. 
Based on Brodbeck (1958) and Lewin (1948), Cartwright and Zander (1968a, p. 46) define a 
group as a “collection of individuals who have relationships to one another that make them 
interdependent to some significant degree” and “who influence one another” (Ohl and Cates 
2006, p. 74). Findings from Lickel et al. (2000) show that the stronger the effects of individuals 
on others in the group (e.g. members of a professional sports team vs. people in the audience 
at a movie), the stronger the perception of the group seems to become. 
 
Thirdly, a group is both task-related and socio-emotional in nature. This differentiation is based 
on research on personality undertaken by scholars like Berens (2006) and others, suggesting 
that behaviour can be categorised either as task or people oriented (two-factor model of 
personality). According to Pierce (1962), although groups often form to complete a task, 
emotional involvement is an underlying reason for belonging to a group. Group attention shifts 
back and forth between task and the socio-emotional needs of its members (Forsyth 1999). 
The role of the group is to balance both. Tuckman (2001) in his research calls the two 
dimensions group structure (socio-emotional component) and task activity (factual component) 
to differentiate the two layers of interaction in a group. 
 
In conclusion, as a working definition, a group can be defined as the assemblage of two or 
more people who share common interests or goals, perceive or may develop some form of 
cohesiveness and who interact with one another on a social respectively task-oriented level. 
 
TYPES OF GROUPS 
 
To differentiate the various kinds of group constellations, researchers (e.g. Cartwright and 
Zander 1968b) apply properties and define the types of groups based on whether these 
properties are present or absent. The most common types based on properties seem to be 
groups differentiated by size (small vs. large), duration (temporary vs. long-term), formalization 
(formal vs. informal) (Cartwright and Zander 1968b), locus of control (Cartwright and Zander 
1968b; Rotter 1975), intimacy (primary / personal vs. secondary / less personal) (Cartwright 
and Zander 1968b; Cooley 1909), solidarity (Gemeinschaft / community vs. Gesellschaft / 
society) (Cartwright and Zander 1968b; Tönnies 1963), interdependence of group members 
(autonomous vs. interdependent) and interaction (low vs. high) (Cartwright and Zander 1968b; 
Forsyth 1999). For each group these properties will be existent to a certain degree and 
therefore numerous different types of groups can be identified. 
 
GROUPS OF CUSTOMERS 
 
A service provider may encounter a wide variety of group constellations as a combination of 
some or all of the above mentioned properties (Cartwright and Zander 1968b; Forsyth 1999; 
Tönnies 1963; see also Ohl and Cates 2006). The type of group encountered also depends on 
the service provided and the parameters set by the providers enabling them to influence the 
group constellation to a certain degree. For example, a company offering jet boat rides will 
create groups with a limited number of customers per group (size), the duration of the group’s 
existence will be temporary (“transitory group”, Lickel et al. 2000), its character will be very 
informal, consisting of a low level of intimacy with potentially most of the participants not 
knowing each other, involving a high level of autonomy of the group members, little solidarity 
and limited interaction and locus of control, also due to the setting and noise created by the jet 
boat making communication basically impossible during most of the service co-creation. This 
will also prevent a higher level of social interaction. With regard to the task to be accomplished 
to generate the group experience, the required level of activity of the group members can be 
rated as low as people may only be required to comply with the safety regulations (e.g. seat 
belts, not leaning over board) and then sit in the jet boat and “enjoy the ride”. 
 
CO-CREATION IN SERVICES 
 
Customer co-creation is not a new topic (Bendapudi and Leone 2003), especially not in a 
service environment (Bateson 2002). It has been embedded in research (e.g. Prahalad and 
Ramaswamy 2004a) and teaching (e.g. Lovelock et al. 2009) of mostly service marketing 
related topics for quite some time, lately being accelerated by the discussion of the concept of 
the service-dominant (SD) logic (Vargo and Lusch 2004) and its implications for the co-creation 
process (Prahalad 2004; Grönroos 2008). The concept relates to the customer’s role as a part 
of the production and delivery process of the service. Research suggests that customers as 
external factors have to contribute to a varying degree in order to be able to produce and 
consume the service (Kelley et al. 1990) either by personally getting involved or providing 
some objects or information to the co-creation process, effectively co-creating value (Berry and 
Lampo 2000; Grönroos 2008; Payne et al. 2008). The “joint creation of value by the company 
and the customer” (Prahalad and Ramaswamy 2004a, p. 8) requires the willingness 
respectively motivation as well as the capability of the customer to become part of the service 
operation and the co-creation process. Literature seems to mostly discuss co-creation aspects 
bare of the dedicated contextual factor of other customers involved in co-creation but in fact, as 
Prahalad (2004, p. 23, emphasis added) states: “Customers are not isolated. The firm–
customer relationship is not bilateral. Customers, customer communities, and firms interact. 
Customer communities can be an integral part of the value-creation process …” 
 
CO-CREATION WITH THE INVOLVEMENT OF MULTIPLE CUSTOMERS 
 
In general, the integration of a customer in the co-creation process adds dynamics to the 
service encounter. As each customer is an individual, each customer – provider co-creation 
interaction will vary with each single customer. “The co-creation (..) depends highly on 
individuals. Each person’s uniqueness affects the co-creation process as well as the co-
creation experience” (Prahalad and Ramaswamy 2004b, p. 14). Focusing on group service 
processes, it can be assumed that they potentially develop a much higher complexity due to 
the personal sphere and variability of each customer’s performance in co-creating the service 
while being a group member. Whereas in individual service encounters service staff have to 
relate to a single customer, in a group service setting different levels of customer behaviours 
can occur. Interestingly enough, scholars have widely neglected the field of group co-creation 
processes but rather focused on the effect on one customer’s perception and experience of the 
service encounter whilst being among other customers. They have investigated the effects of 
crowding, influence of other customers behaviour on service satisfaction, the compatibility 
between customers, roles of customers during customer-to-customer encounters and others 
(see e.g. Arnould and Price 1993; Grove and Fisk 1997; Huang 2008; Hui and Bateson 1991; 
Jones 1995; Moore et al. 2005). Only a few scholarly articles recognise the fact that several 
customers might be involved in the service production and delivery process simultaneously 
(e.g. Goodwin 1988; Gouthier and Schmid 2003). Gouthier and Schmid (2003, p. 123) state: 
“(…) activities carried out by the customer have to be combined with activities carried out by 
the service firm and by third actors (for instance by other customers).” Interestingly enough, 
none of the contributions has investigated a joint co-creation process. The involvement of 
multiple customers can be differentiated by the way customers have to co-operate to create the 
service experience. Two main differentiations can be made. Customers may have to co-create 
the service either sequentially or simultaneously. At times it can also be a combination of the 
two. This paper will focus on the simultaneous multi-customer integration. 
 
GROUP DYNAMICS DURING THE CO-CREATION PROCESS 
 
Over time of the co-creation of the service experience, patterns in group dynamics will occur. 
Group dynamics are “the interacting forces within a (..) human group” (Merriam-Webster 
2009b). A group service experience facilitated by a service provider will go through different 
phases of group dynamics. According to Tuckman (2001) who has researched small groups, a 
group goes through the five phases of forming, storming, norming, performing and adjourning. 
This approach may also be applicable to larger groups although the group processes will take 
longer and not all group members may be able to connect with each other due to the 
constellation of the group. Tuckman (2001) used the dimensions “group structure” and “task 
activity” to describe the five phases. Group structure denotes the “pattern of interpersonal 
relationships; the way members act and relate to one another” whereas task activity describes 
“the content of interaction as it related to the task at hand” (Tuckman 2001, p. 66). Figure 1 
visualises Tuckman’s (2001) approach tailoring it for a group service experience. 
 
Figure 1 about here 
Figure 1: Group dynamics in a group service experience (Source: Based on Tuckman 
2001) 
 
During the engagement phase (forming), the way people relate to each other is in a testing and 
dependence state and they will orientate themselves toward the task to create the service 
experience. In the storming phase, the group will potentially go through resistance to group 
influence and face the challenge of task requirements as the service provider may demand. 
Usually an emotional response to task demands will follow the provider’s call for engagement 
in the co-creation process. Within the group, conflicts between group members or towards the 
service providers may occur. The norming phase will typically involve an increasing openness 
to other group members. In-group feeling and cohesiveness develop and new roles are 
adopted. This may lead to an open exchange of relevant interpretations (of the task) between 
group members; personal, sometimes intimate, opinions may be expressed. The performing 
phase is characterised by constructive action of the group members in the co-creation of the 
service experience. Roles within the group become flexible and functional and structural issues 
have been resolved. The group structure can support the performance of service co-creation. 
The interpersonal group constellation can become the tool of task activities. Group energy is 
channelled into the service creation. A joint service experience can now occur as solutions 
emerge to co-create the group experience. In the final phase, the adjourning phase, the group 
disengages. Feelings of sadness towards the termination of the experience, or towards the 
team leader(s) (either a group member or a designated provider’s team leader) or other group 
members may emerge. In this phase, group members will undergo a self-evaluation of their co-
creation performance and will also evaluate the service outcome of the group experience 
(compare Tuckman 2001). 
 
SERVICE QUALITY 
 
Service quality is a concept that has been widely discussed and researched in literature with 
some prominent models and measurement tools (e.g. Bitner et al. 1990; Parasuraman et al. 
1985; Shostack 1985; Stauss and Weinlich 1997). One of the most discussed models of 
service quality is the SERVQUAL model by Parasuraman et al. (1985). According to this 
model, consumers will compare their expectations and perceptions of the service and evaluate 
the quality of the service according to the gap between expectations and perceptions 
(Parasuraman et al. 1985). The model helps to analyse the shortcomings in service quality 
suggesting four different gaps a provider may cause when creating and delivering a service. 
 
When analysing the model more closely it becomes apparent that it does not explicitly 
incorporate the situation where multiple customers are involved in the creation and 
consumption of a service and each customer’s influence on other customers’ perception. In 
addition, even though Parasuraman et al. (1985) state that customer participation is part of the 
creation of service quality, their model does not explicitly take the customer’s co-creation 
activity into account. The latter seems to become more crucial when screening extant 
literature. In reviewing the roles of a service customer, Büttgen (2008) lists several functions 
(see also e.g. Gouthier and Schmid 2003; Lengnick-Hall 1996; Normann 1991). Two of them 
are particularly interesting with regard to service quality and group services. One is the 
customer’s role as a contributor to quality (Normann 1991). The customer can function as a 
control mechanism feeding back potential flaws of the service so that it can be improved. The 
second one is the customer’s role as an aid for other customers in co-creating the service 
(Büttgen 2008). This highlights the requirement to include the customer’s involvement in a 
model of service quality. 
 
A MODEL FOR SERVICE QUALITY IN MULTI-CUSTOMER ENCOUNTERS  
 
The involvement of more than one customer in the creation and consumption of a service will 
add more complexity to the service production and consumption. As the framework in Figure 2 
denotes, it is not only the service provider which influences the customer’s service quality 
perceptions but also every other customer involved in the creation of the service experience. 
Based on Tuckman’s (2001) model, during each of the five phases the input of each of the 
group members contributes to the group dynamics, co-creation of the service and its output 
positively, negatively or not at all. Together with the provider’s performance, this has an 
immediate impact on the perceived service experience and the quality of the service (co-) 
creation (see also Parasuraman et al. 1985). Figure 2 (upper part) visualises the activities of 
the group members (actors A to N) through the different group process phases. It shows each 
actor’s (customer’s) social activity towards the group’s social structure and his / her task activity 
towards creating the group experience. 
 
Figure 2 about here 
Figure 2: Framework of group members’ and staff’s influence on quality during co-
creation 
 
For example, actor B is not actively contributing socially in the forming phase but his task 
activity starts out positively. In phase two (storming) his involvement in the task 
accomplishment is neutral and his social contribution is negative (potentially nurturing a group 
conflict). In the next phase (norming) he is task-active and supports the group dynamics. 
During the performance phase he continues this behaviour and disengages task-wise in the 
final phase (adjourning) but keeps up his positive group contribution although the group is 
dissolving. Each member of the group will contribute to a greater or lesser degree. The 
combined input will create a proper social structure and enable task accomplishment to co-
create the service experience and influence each customer’s evaluation of the perceived 
quality of the service encounter. Equally, several staff members (actors 1 to M) involved in the 
facilitation of the service co-creation process will influence the quality of the service experience 
respectively (see Figure 2, lower part). 
 
To better understand the influences and impact of multiple customers on service quality, it is 
paramount to take a closer look with a more detailed model of service quality in group service 
encounters by focusing on fewer actors. Figure 3 depicts such a model which is based on the 
idea of the SERVQUAL model by Parasuraman et al. (1985) and research on groups by 
Cartwright and Zander (1968a; b) and Tuckman (2001). It depicts the service provider’s staff 
and a group of customers. The model fulfils the minimum requirements of a group setting with 
two customers forming the group. This is to reduce complexity in the model. The model 
focuses on quality aspects during the co-creation process as influenced by the customer and 
omits others which have already been discussed widely in literature such as service provider-
related gaps (see Parasuraman et al. 1985). 
 
Figure 3 about here 
Figure 3: A model of service quality for co-created group encounters 
 
The upper part of Figure 3 illustrates service quality as the difference between customer 
expectation and perception. Customer expectations are shaped by word-of-mouth (WOM) 
communications, personal needs, past experience and company communication 
(Parasuraman et al. 1985). For example, for customer one, service quality (SQ1) is a 
comparison of his/her expectations (customer 1) and perceptions (customer 1). Due to the fact 
that he/she is part of a group together with customer two, customer one’s expectations and 
perceptions can also be influenced through interacting with customer two (see also Huang 
2008) prior to, during or after the co-creation process. By modifying Parasuraman et al.’s 
(1985) model it is postulated, that based on a customer’s expectations of the service to be 
provided by the firm as well as the expectations of his / her own and the other customers’ 
performance, he/she will perform certain task-related activities and display a particular social 
behaviour in order to co-create the service experience (task and social activity customer 1). 
 
On an individual level, the customer’s activity level is determined by his / her willingness 
(motivation) to perform and his / her capabilities (skills and experience) to contribute to service 
creation (see also Büttgen 2008). Apart from the successful self-integration of the individual 
customer, co-creation success can also depend on enablers / external factors such as potential 
objects the customer has to integrate (e.g. information which has to be provided). 
 
As customer one is part of a group, he/she may have to co-create his/her service experience in 
conjunction with others. E.g. customer one will interact with customer two (see Figure 3, middle 
part). It is suggested that the customer’s individual willingness and capabilities are influenced 
by the group, i.e. other customers’ behaviour as stated by Tuckman (2001). The customer’s 
task activity is determined by the group’s task orientation, interdependence of the group 
members in co-creating and the locus of control. On a social level, the individual customer’s 
motivation is influenced by the group’s levels of intimacy, solidarity and its interaction pattern. It 
is postulated that additional influence on the group’s performance is dependant on contextual 
factors such as the size of the group, the level of formalization and the duration of the group 
experience. 
 
Interacting with one or several staff members (i.e. staff member 1 and / or 2), a successful co-
creation depends on the staff’s motivation and skills combined with sufficient experience to 
facilitate the co-creation process. Instructions and / or training for the customer group may be 
required to help the customers perform properly. In addition, staff may have to provide co-
creation enablers (objects) in order to fulfil their part of the service facilitation process properly. 
The lower part of Figure 3 shows two staff members involved in the creation of a group service. 
 
As it may be apparent by now, perceived service quality for each of the customers can be 
influenced by several co-creation dysfunctions occurring during the service process. Four 
different causes for these dysfunctions can be identified: the individual customer’s co-creation 
effort (C), customer-to-customer interactions (C2C), staff-customer processes (S2C) and staff-
to-staff interactions (S2S).  
 
Customer-induced dysfunctions (C) concern the individual customer’s sphere. Dysfunctions C1 
and C2 can occur if customers do not perform according to their own expectations, i.e. they are 
not using their knowledge (skills) and experience and lack motivation to contribute to the co-
creation process or do not provide external factors properly. On the one hand, these 
dysfunctions can but do not necessarily have to affect the customer-to-customer or staff-
customer interactions as customer one – although s/he may not perform according to his / her 
own standards – may still perform well enough to not influence the other customer’s 
perception. On the other hand, there are indications that a customer tends to overrate his / her 
own performance in comparison to other actors’ activities and therefore may rate his / her own 
contribution better than the one of his/her fellow customers. 
 
Customer-to-customer (C2C) dysfunctions C1C2 and C2C1 can be caused by one of the 
customers affecting the quality perceptions of the other customer. If a customer cannot deliver 
his / her contribution properly it may result in an incomplete service experience for the other 
customer. For example, if customer one does not perform properly, customer two may have a 
disservice experience or he/she may be forced to make an extra effort to co-create the service. 
For this reason it is crucial that the customer is willing to cooperate with other customers (see 
Goodwin 1988). It can be critical if an experienced customer becomes impatient with e.g. a 
novice user (Goodwin 1988). 
 
Staff-customer dysfunctions (S2C) during the co-creation process are denoted by S1C1, S1C2 
and S2C1, S2C2 in Figure 3. These can occur when staff members who try to facilitate the 
service co-creation process do not perform properly. E.g. if staff member one tries to support 
the co-creation process for customer one, he/she may not provide enough social or task 
related support for the customer to produce the service (S1C1). Potentially he/she may not be 
motivated enough, does not have the required skill set or experience. Another reason may be 
that s/he does not provide enough group leadership. In order to perform properly, the staff 
member may require instructions or training by the provider (e.g. Goodwin 1988). If staff 
member one does not provide these means the customer cannot co-create. A similar situation 
may also arise for staff member one’s relationship with customer two (S1C2). Potentially the 
same dysfunctions can occur in any other staff-customer relationship (here: S2C1 and S2C2). 
 
Staff-staff (S2S) dysfunctions S1S2 respectively S2S1 occur when one or several staff members 
do not cooperate properly by insufficiently providing task-related or group-related means to the 
provider team. Reasons can be a lack of communication with each other, not clearly executing 
the roles assigned, a mismatch of attitudes towards each other or problems on a social level. 
S1S2 / S2S1 can also occur if staff members do not use, handle or maintain enablers (e.g. 
equipment) to facilitate customer co-creation processes properly. Reasons for this may be a 
lack of confidence in providing the task-related and social facilitation for co-creation although 
being properly trained. 
 
MANAGEMENT IMPLICATIONS FOR SERVICE FIRMS 
 
Several management implications for service providers can be deducted from the model. 
Goodwin (1988) sets an appropriate agenda for managers of service relationships which can 
be applied to group settings. She states that there are four important factors that have to be 
considered: Learning new skills, developing a new self-image, developing new relationships 
with providers, and often fellow consumers, and acquiring new values (Goodwin 1988). They 
relate to customer-induced and customer-to-customer dysfunctions and can be dealt with 
through proper instruction and training of the customer group. “The consumer can increase 
services productivity but only if first taught the script” (Bateson 2002, p. 208). During the 
instructive sessions, customers should not only be taught but also be motivated to help co-
create the service experience. The group’s social dynamics can be influenced by asking the 
customers to introduce themselves to the group or at least to the co-consumers who they co-
create with at the start of the service experience. In addition, customers should also be 
motivated to co-operate with each other as service quality often not only “depends on 
consumers’ willingness to learn procedures [but also to] interact cooperatively with other 
consumers” (Goodwin 1988, p. 72). Highly motivated customers or repeat users may be asked 
to come forward and help other consumers to co-create by assisting them during the co-
creation process. This will improve confidence of other users – “If he can, I can too” (Goodwin 
1988, p. 75). Needless to say that consumers who will only use the service once will not be 
motivated to learn a complex process or listen to extensive instructions (see Goodwin 1988). 
 
Staff-customer and staff-staff dysfunctions have to be looked at from a provider’s perspective. 
Again, proper training and instruction, this time of service employees has to be ensured. It 
includes communication skills training. It is also important to have experienced staff members 
in group interactions who fill different roles such as team leader and support roles. This 
requires proper role descriptions for staff. In addition, regular monitoring of each individual staff 
member has to be ensured in order to minimise dysfunctions in service facilitation among 
employees. Quality controls have also to be put in place where staff members are responsible 
for maintaining and using equipment in order to ensure functionality and proper handling. A 
regular line-up of service employees will help minimise co-creation dysfunctions as group 
encounter cases can be analysed and past flaws identified and discussed. 
 
CONCLUSIONS AND FUTURE RESEARCH 
 
This paper specifically looked at the quality of a service experience and the influences of other 
customer’s performance in co-creating a service. It has become clear that multiple customers 
add complexity not only to the process of co-creating the service but also have influence on the 
perception of quality. By developing a model of service quality for multi-customer encounters 
using Parasuraman et al.’s (1985) SERVQUAL model as a starting point, this article adds to 
the existing literature on service quality and encounters involving more than one customer. Its 
contribution to theory is seen in four categories. First, the research provides a new perspective 
on quality in service encounters per se as for the first time it takes co-creation activity as a 
quality aspect into account. Second, the proposed service quality model takes into 
consideration the differentiation of and incorporation of the two spheres of a customer 
relationship (social and task-oriented element). Third, the models extends the existing mono 
customer–mono service staff view of service quality concepts by incorporating multiple 
customers and multiple service staff in a model showing the interplay of the parties co-creating 
a quality service. Finally, the authors propose the application of group psychology literature to 
the field of services marketing in order to enrich the body of knowledge in multi-customer 
encounters, a less well researched area. From a practical point of view this contribution tries to 
shed light on the topic of group service encounters for service firms which are striving to 
provide high quality services to groups but do not understand i) dynamics which can be 
inherent to or emerge in a group of customers, ii) important factors enabling co-creation of a 
group, iii) the dependency on managing the interchange with customers in co-creating the 
service and particularly iv) dysfunctions which may prevent the group, respectively the service 
provider team, to be able to co-create jointly. As service providers may not have placed a 
strong focus on the group aspect but rather the delivery of a service, this article adds to their 
knowledge of the management of group encounters by looking at the potential behaviour of a 
group. 
 
The article’s findings are particularly relevant for service firms and organisations providing 
specific group services. Providers offering highly interactive group service encounters would 
most probably benefit from this article. One of the primary addressees of this article are tourism 
and leisure service providers which offer services with a high degree of customer activity and 
the need to jointly co-create a service in order to be able to generate a valuable service 
experience. Examples of this are wildwater rafting as mentioned by Arnould and Price (1993) 
or glacier treks where participants are put on a rope behind the glacier guide and have to climb 
the glacier by finding a group rhythm (for example, see Sognefjord Glacier Walks, 2009). The 
entertainment industry is another sector which is topical in regard to group service encounters. 
In online gaming for example, different players have to participate in order to facilitate a high 
quality group experience. Individuals interact in virtual worlds such as Second Life, form 
groups, co-create and share experiences in a game created by a software provider (see 
Linden Lab, 2009; Second Life, 2009). In addition, in real world settings, this can entail service 
firms providing experiences such as Paintball by integrating the consumers in the creation of 
the service (for example, see Paintball Games, 2009). Other applications of this research are 
the areas of training and education (both in- and outdoor) where students or trainees have to 
work together in groups in order to accomplish tasks or assignments. This may consist of a 
case study which students have to work on a task such as building a hut in an outdoor 
challenge. Other forms include an actor-facilitator from a theatre company training participants 
how to improvise and work together in a group creating a learning experience (for example, 
see The Court Jesters, 2009). 
 
One crucial next step is to verify the theoretical model through some exploratory study and 
later test it on a broader scale. Also, it is important to differentiate different services in terms of 
their required involvement / co-creation input required from the customer group. It would also 
be important to connect the model more closely to research on interaction. With regard to the 
inherent dynamics of a group, an investigation of the different roles of service staff as well as 
the roles of customers in a group seems to be relevant. With regard to the latter, the potential 
role of a self nominated customer team leader out of the customer group should be 
investigated, especially in relation to potential conflicts with a service provider group leader. 
Future research should further investigate groups not only in a face-to-face context but also in 
online settings, as virtual communities have increased significantly in number. Research on 
groups will help managers and researchers understand how joint co-creation and quality 
aspects can be managed properly. 
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